Emptying Time in Anthony Trollope's The Warden Jarlath Killeen
Time is not on Mr Septimus Harding's side in Anthony Trollope's The Warden (1855). When his income as warden of Hiram's Hospital is questioned by his prospective son-in-law Dr John Bold, and while his reputation is being undermined by articles in The Jupiter, Mr Harding's peace of mind becomes so disturbed that he finds it almost impossible to think through the problems he is only now being presented with, and can never seem to find the time needed to come to his own opinion on the scandal. Indeed, time, which previously had seemed so generous, so full, quickly dissipates before his eyes, and he discovers himself living in what Walter Benjamin has memorably called the 'homogeneous, empty time' of modernity.
1 He is hemmed in on all sides as he finds justice in both the actions of Bold and the defence offered by Dr Grantly, archdeacon and Harding's son-in-law, who speaks in tones of certainty of the moral rectitude of the Church. Trollope communicates to the reader the confusion and turmoil of Harding's mind through free indirect speech; Harding's thoughts are composed mostly of questions he simply cannot manage to answer:
What right had [Bold] to say that John Hiram's will was not fairly carried out? But then the question would arise within his heartWas that will fairly acted on? Did John Hiram mean that the warden of his hospital should receive considerably more out of the legacy than all the twelve old men together…? Could it be possible that…? What if it should be proved…? Although Harding devotes considerable time through the course of the novel to attempting to answer these and other questions, and to finding some peace of mind, there is never enough of this time to satisfy his longing. Although he 'slowly paced, hour after hour … turning these sad thoughts within him', fixing on a course of action appears almost impossible.
3 Although he is constantly 'busy' in thought, it only 'wearies' him, and leaves him as confused as before. He feels time's burden, but it is a burden he is unable to find a means to relinquish. 4 The novel essentially charts the progress of its hero from time's plenitude in which life appears full and purposeful, to time's emptiness where contentment is replaced with a seemingly endless string of existential questions, a journey from a medieval to a fully modern consciousness, and charts the loss that occurs to the individual forced to make this transition, a loss of which the society around him seems almost entirely oblivious.
Of course, The Warden has not generally been read as a story concerned with such weighty matters and has most often been considered a minor novel. Indeed on first reading it can seem a slight tale -if rather charmingly told. The apparent straightforwardness of the plot sets it apart from the intricacies of the interminable case of Jarndyce and Jarndyce in Bleak House (1852-53) or the interweaving lives of the inhabitants of Middlemarch (1871-72). There doesn't seem to be enough going on in The Warden to justify much critical attention, and it has often been situated as a rather tame start to the extraordinary series of Barsetshire novels that would make Trollope's reputation. 5 Moreover, even where it tackles substantial social issues the novel has fallen foul of the ideological strand that dominates literary criticism; both novel and author have been accused of being unable to make up their minds about the subjects they tackle. The Warden is a novel about Church reform that seems on the one hand to support the Victorian clamour for a root-and-branch transformation of the Church of England, and on the other hand (and simultaneously) to suggest that such reform is mostly demanded only by selfrighteous demagogues and that it would, on the whole, be best to leave such venerable old institutions and the traditions they practise well enough alone.
The view that the novel is ideologically ambivalent appears to be supported by Trollope's own comments, and also by the fact that it
